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One of the reasons why variability in childhood development is receiving attention lies in the introduction of new theoretical viewpoints, namely dynamic systems theory and Neuronal Group Selection Theory. Thelen and Smith 2 were among the fi rst to apply the dynamic systems approach to childhood development. The dynamic approach turns variability within and between individuals into an essential element in the developmental process. Variability is considered to be the harbinger of change. It also is the essential ground for exploration and selection.
The Neuronal Group Selection Theory proposes that infant motor development includes 2 periods in which variability increases and 2 periods in which it decreases. The increases in variability are due to cell division, migration, and death, in addition to dynamic organization of cells into softly assembled structures; the decreases are due to selection among the varying response patterns, resulting in increasingly strong connections among particular situations and the structures that are most effective in them. 3 Variability in movement patterns observed in newborns who are healthy, therefore, is characteristic of the typical nervous system, and it also is essential for the development of later motor behaviors. 4 Neuronal Group Selection Theory illustrates the type of theorizing about mechanisms that can emerge from careful attention to intra-individual variability in infancy.
Once thought only to refl ect measurement error, variability now is known as omnipresent in motor behavior, providing fl exibility in motor performance and motor strategies. Hadders-Algra 5 hypothesized that diffuse damage to the cerebral white matter is associated with an overall reduction in variability. This could imply that variability in motor behavior at a young age predicts not only motor outcome to some extent but also the child's risk for impaired executive function. 5 So it seems that in developmental diagnosis, variability can be used as an indicator of a healthy nervous system, whereas, in developmental interventions, variability can be manipulated or exploited to improve or infl uence motor performance.
The editors and Editorial Board of PTJ feel privileged to present our readers this Pediatrics Special Issue dealing with theoretical, measurement, and clinical aspects of variability in childhood development:
• Dr Mijna Hadders-Algra 6 theorizes on the Neuronal Group Selection Theory and its consequences for a better understanding of the neurophysiologic developmental processes. This theory also will help us to understand how we select, from a large repertoire of behavioral solutions, the one most appropriate for a specifi c situation.
To comment, submit a Rapid Response to this editorial posted online at ptjournal.apta.org.
Editorial
• Dr Stacey Dusing and Dr Regina Harbourne 7 examine the emergence of postural control and describe a new perspective on the development of postural control focusing on variability, with applications to examination and intervention for young infants.
• Dr Beatrix Vereijken 8 reviews different ways of characterizing variability, illustrates changes in variability as a result of learning and development, and discusses how to deal with variability in clinical settings.
• Dr Linda Fetters 9 not only suggests that variability supports the development of motor skills but also describes how physical therapists may use the idea of developmental variability in evaluation and treatment. She begins with the idea of how changes in body anthropometrics during development affect movement variability.
• Dr Beverly Ulrich 10 discusses variability as an important issue that signifi cantly affects our research methods and clinical approach to assessments and treatments as clinicians. She gives a comprehensive review of how variability has been discussed in recent years.
• Dr Regina Harbourne and colleagues 11 performed a randomized, longitudinal perceptualmotor intervention study in infants under 2 years of age who were at risk for cerebral palsy. They used center-of-pressure data as a primary outcome measure, from which linear and nonlinear variables were extracted.
Although this special series focuses primarily on variability within the infancy period, the ideas and methods presented here extend well beyond infancy. We hope that this series will challenge researchers, theorists, and clinicians who study development at any point during the life span. 
